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Aspects of Ransom's Poetry
by Mark Bricklin
If I had to live in a world of poetry, one of my first choices would be the world created
by John Crowe Ransom. It is a mystical and yet a very real world, and the people who
inhabit it range from saints and children to lovers and old soldiers. But the most appealing
thing of all is that it is a human world; all his characters are not warped by disease or
iauuie iu m Li, iu ounic oiuiuuj bei ui vaiues, ana tneir problems are as universal as they
unfulfilled love, old age, and death
are good examples.
In order for a poet to handle
such time-wor- n themes as these
successfully, his poetry must be
fresh, vital, and convincing. Such
is Ransom's poetry as represented
in his selection of his best works,
Selected Poems and Essays. Add
to these already nebulous require-
ments a strong sense of rhythm,
gentle but keen irony, and the
magical embellishment of charm,
and you have an even truer pic-
ture of his work. But instead of
dealing with these abstract terms,
let us open the book and take a
look at the poems themselves.
METER AND DICTION
Here is Puncture, an excellent
example of Ransom's use of meter
and his unusual diction, or choice
of words. It is the story of
Grimes, "the old campaigner,"
who is bleeding to death in a
trench. Consider the second
stanza:
And when the flames roared,
when the sparkes dartled
And quenched in the black sea
that closed us round,
I looked at Grimes, my old com-
rade and startled
His look blue bright and
under it a wound
Which bled upon the ground.
The feminine ending of the first
line is executed with perfect ef-
fect: the spark goes flying up in
the first syllable and then sinks
slowly and fades out in the second.
The variation is repeated in the
third line with equal success,
where the syUables parallel the
physical movement expressed.
The narrator offers aid to
Grimes, but he refuses it saying
that his wound is merely an "old
puncture" and he is not worthy of
aid anyway. The eighth stanza is
the narrator's reaction to Grimes'
behavior.
I, not to weep then, like a
desperado
Kicked on the carcasses of our
enemies
To heave them into the dark-
ness; but my bravado
Quailed in the scorn of Grimes;
for even these
Were fit for better courtesies.
The first thing that strikes us in
this stanza is the use of such
words as "desperado," "bravado,"
"quailed," and "courtesies." The
sum impression that such diction
gives is one of distance. But in
this case, it is not just aesthetic
distance, but an actual dichotomy
between the narrator and the
work he is doing. The meter en-
courages this strange emotion, for
t is violent and often irregular.
The best metrical effect is found
m the last line, which describes
the wind blowing the pipe smoke
from Grimes' mouth. The fourth
iine of the stanza is solidly iambic
except for an initial inversion, and
suddenly, as the smoke is blown
backwards, the meter changes to
trochaic and the rhythm is sharp-'- y
reversed:
Smoke and a dry word crackled
from his mouth
Which a cold wind ferried
south.
CHARM
e now have, I trust, some idea
f the techniques Ransom uses in
achieving his freshness and rhy-
thm. Another factor mentioned
along with these was "charm."
Many people associate charm with
viscuous sentimentality and melo-
drama, but this is not what I
refer to. Real charm, I would
think, consists mainly of one or
more of three basic qualities.
First, and by far the most effec-
tive, is a very special attitude
which the author has toward his
subject matter. Thus Bambi en-
chants people of all ages because
of the very human portrayal of
all the forest animals. Second is
the charm of style by which the
author may carry the reader along
largely on the appeal of his
speech rhythm, diction, and
phraseology. This, to a large ex-
tent, accounts for the popularity
of Salinger's Catcher in the Rye.
The third device is the recollec-
tion of childhood, and while this
is often used indiscriminately, it
is employed with noble success in
Huckleberry Finn.
OF FIRST IMPORTANCE
In Ransom's best poetry we find
excellent use of all three devices,
especially the first two, but at no
time does the device become more
important than the poem as a
whole. A few stanzas from Bells
for John Whiteside's Daughter
will iUustrate my point:
There was such speed in her
little body,
And such lightness in her foot-
fall,
It is no wonder her brown study
Astonishes us all.
(she) harried into the pond
The lazy geese, bke a snow
cloud
Dripping their snow on the
green grass,
Tricking and stopping, sleepy
and proud,
Who cried in goose, Alas . . .
But now go the bells, and we
are ready,
In one house we are sternly
stopped
:
To say we are vexed at her
brown study,
Lying so primly propped.
Ransom's attitude here is very
unusual, and we can see why he
calls himself an "obscure" poet;
that is, he never draws a moral.
He does not say that it is better
to die young, or that the girl's
death was a great tragedy, or that
she will be happier playing with
angels. He says simply that he
and his comrades are "astonished"
and "vexed"; his feelings are not
in the least tainted by any dog-
matic superstructure which tells
him how he should feel. And the
more we read the poem and iden-
tify ourselves with the narrator,
the more we see how accurately
Ransom has described human
emotion. The men, probably aca-
demic, are used to their conserva-
tive, well-ordere- d lives, and the
death of this little girl is a great
blow to their superficial orderli
ness in the face of ever-prese- nt
death.
As for the diction, in almost
every line we find words and
phrases so shocking and yet so
precise that they are merely en-
trancing: "such speed in her little
body," "no wonder her brown
study Astonishes us all," "lying
so primly propped" and so on.
EMOTIONAL POWER
Blue Girls, another of Ransom's
popular pieces, shows how he can
take a theme as common as any
and charge with it emotional
power. In the first two stanzas,
he exhorts young girls to be care- -
iree and happy, to 'think no more
of what will come to pass than
bluebirds that go walking on the
grass . . ." Then:
Practice your beauty, fine girls,
before it fail;
And I will cry with my loud
lips and publish
Beauty which all our power
will never establish,
It is so frail.
For I could tell you a story
which is true;
I know a lady with a terrible
tongue,
(Continued on page two)
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Professor John Crowe Ransom in academic regalia. (Both of
the pictures of Mr. Ransom on this page have appeared in publi-
cations before). This photograph was taken at a previous
Commencement.
Mr. Ransom Ends Classes
New York Times critic Harvey
Breit, in a 1955 review of the
Vintage Ransom collection, re-
marked, "a selection of the work
of a man of integrity, sensibility
and humanity." Characteristics
exhibited behind the lectern as
well as in print. This June Mr.
Ransom will discontinue his
teaching assignments at Kenyon.
Happily, because of Guttenburg,
etc., Mr. Ransom will never stop
teaching. The following is a short
summary:
A Rhodes Scholar at Oxford
from 1910-191- 3, Mr. Ransom be-
gan teaching at the college level
at Vanderbilt in 1914, coming to
Kenyon in 1937. From 1931
through 1932 he held a Guggen-
heim Fellowship. During his stay
at Vanderbilt he was one of those
instrumental in helping to found
the "Fugitive" group, who were
later known, with some modifi-
cation of membership as the
"Agrarians" or "Young Confed-
erates." The Fugitives consisted
of teachers and students at Van-
derbilt and of some men from the
business and professional world of
Nashville who were interested in
poetry and philosophy. As their
talks together progressed, the idea
of publishing a magazine of
poetry developed: The Fugitive.
And, although the literary stream
was already flooded with the
little magazines, this venture
caught immediate attention, so
that, when the magazine sus-
pended publication, an anthology
of ten of the "Fugitives" was
published.
PUBLICATIONS
By the time Mr. Ransom came
to Kenyon he had already an es-
tablished international reputation
as a poet and critic. His first book
of verse, Poems About God, ap-
peared in 1919. In 1924 his next
two volumes appeared, Chills and
Fever and Grace After Meat. Two
years later, Two Gentlemen in
Bonds was published. God With-
out Thunder, a quite controversial
prose work, appeared in 1930. By
1938 he had put together his first
collection of criticism which was
published under the title The
World's Body. This was followed
in 1941 by The New Criticism,
the title by which the critical
school, of which Mr. Ransom is
a founder, has since come to be
known. In 1945 Mr. Ransom
brought together the best of his
previously published poems, to-
gether with a few which had not
had book publication in a volume
of Selected Poems.
THE REVIEW
In the winter of 1939 Mr. Ran-
som, in collaboration with the late
Philip Blair Rice of the philoso-
phy department at Kenyon, pub-
lished the first issue of The Ken-
yon Review. The magazine is
distributed internationally.
RECOGNITION GROWS
In 1947 Mr. Ransom was elected
to the National Institute of Arts
and Letters. In 1951 he received
the annual Bollrngen Prize in
Poetry given by Yale University.
This award is made on the basis
of a poet's entire work. Again in
1951 the National Institute of Arts
and Letters presented Mr. Ransom
with the Russell Loines Memorial
Fund Award. This memorial was
established in 1924, and is given
periodically to some American or
English poet, not as a prize, but
in recognition of value. Mr. Ran-
som was its sixth recipient. Pre-
vious recipients included Robert
Frost (1931), Horace Gregory
(1942) and William Carlos Wil-
liams (1948). In 1953 Mr. Ran-
som was elected a member of the
National Academy of Arts and
Science. At Kenyon he has held
the Carnegie Foundation's chair
in Poetry.
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Ransom
(Continued from page one)
Blear eyes fallen from blue,
All her perfections tarnished
yet it not long
Since she was lovelier than any
of you.
Offhand, I cannot think of any
poem in the language which treats
this theme with such terseness
and authority. The last line is
frightening in its simplicity.
A common theme of three
pieces in Selected Poems is that
of unfulfilled love and passion.
The poems are "Piazza Piece,"
"Spectral Lovers," and "The
Equilibrists." More specifically,
the latter two deal with morality
and sexual expression. The open-
ing sentence of "The Equilibrists,"
Ransom's most beautiful poem,
establishes the theme, with its
strong dichotomy:
Full of her long white arms and
milky skin
He had a thousand times re-
membered sin.
I am tempted to quote the entire
poem for each stanza is a little
masterpiece.' The following qua-
trains develop the conflict:
Eyes talking: Never mind the
cruel words,
Embrace my flowers, but not
embrace the swords.
But what they said, the doves
came straightway flying
And unsaid: Honor, Honor, they
came crying.
Predicament indeed, which thus
discovers
Honor among thieves, Honor be-
tween lovers.
0 such a little word is Honor,
they feel!
But the grey word is between
them cold as steel.
Again we see Ransom's detached,
ironic, and yet elegant tone. The
poet does not merely observe the
action in this case; he reacts
strongly to it:
Ah, the strict lovers, they are
ruined now!
1 cried in anger . . .
But still I watched them spin-
ning, orbited nice.
Their flames were not more
radiant than their ice.
I dug in the quiet earth and
wrought the tomb
And made these lines to mem-
orize their doom:
Epitaph
Equilibrists lie here; stranger,
tread light;
Close, but untouching in each
other's sight;
Mouldered the lips and ashy the
tall skull.
Let them lie perilous and beau-
tiful.
HUMANISM
Ransom's humanism comes to
brilliant light in this poem. Any-
thing which frustrates human ful-
fillment is anathema to him. But
he does not condemn the lovers
as being spiritually dead or use-
less beings as other modern poets
might; he knows better than that.
They are still human beings, and
retain all their dignity, and
latent glory.
Ransom, by his own admission,
is a "minor" poet. This is because
Collegian
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of his whole approach which is
indirect and "obscure." In a
"major poet" people want some-
one who hits life head-o- n, tears
through it with his philosophy,
and gives them a way of life, or
at least a certain outlook. Ransom
has never tried to do this. He
loves to enter his subject by the
back door as it were, snoop a-rou- nd
noiselessly and depart un-
noticed. He does not really in-
terpret, in the full sense of the
word, what he sees; rather, he
feels it and makes the reader feel
it.
ONE OF THE BEST
Be this as it may, Ransom re-
mains one of the best modern
poets. The reason for this is
fairly simple. While most other
poets became disillusioned by the
twentieth century, and later dis-
gusted with it (or more accurate-
ly, with themselves), and were
forced to erect imposing value
judgment structures to act both
as instruments of condemnation
and as self-defen- se mechanisms,
Ransom seems to know that he
could only expect from life what
he could expect from himself.
And he was never disillusioned.
His poetry is not filled with in-
vective descriptions of middle-clas- s
businessmen nor does the
theme of impotence and death run
through his work like the tire-
some beat of a drum.
His world is as humorous, mor-
bid, tragic and ecstatic as the
world itself has been since men
began to write. And for this
reason, he is one of the most read-
able poets of modern times.
Transfer Reasons
Many Kenyon students are con-
sidering transferring this year.
The following is a summary of
the results of a recent poll of
these students. Opinions expres-
sed here do not necessarily repre-
sent those of the paper, its editors
or its staff.
Two years at Kenyon have not
only been very profitable but
quite disillusioning. Though in
several areas Kenyon remains a
top-notc- h school, there are several
factors, which for me, outweigh
these considerations:
1) The meteoric depopulation of
the English Dept. Also, the dept.
as it stands has an approach to
literature which is historical and
scholastic, instead of critical and
creative. I find this approach un-
satisfactory.
2) The inadequate size of the
Psychology and Drama Depts.
These fields should be well-develop- ed
in a "liberal" and "lit-
erary" school.
3) The great lack of "cultural"
activity in the surrounding area
and on the campus itself, and the
absolute failure of the adminis-
tration to do anything about it.
Other Ohio colleges, who accord-
ing to "official rank" are far below
Kenyon, realize that New York
City is not around the corner, and
have orchestras, jazz groups,
theatre companies and excellent
speakers paying them frequent
visits. Apparently, Kenyon thinks
that any activity which will not
KENYON COLLEGIAN JUNE 5, 1958
Epistles
Dear Kleinbard:
Among faculty members and
students alike, the close of the
college year presents an attitude
of distinct and growing pessi-
mism as to Kenyon's future.
Many of the more gifted students
are transferring to other institu-
tions. Their reason?: incompetent
instruction in their chosen fields.
More than a few faculty members
are seriously considering looking
elsewhere for work. Their reason?:
an increasingly evangelical at-
mosphere (manifested recently in
spoken word, in written word, in
act) that ill consorts with the tra-
ditionally liberal attitude of Ken-
yon College.
Administration, faculty, stu-
dents all sense that bad times
have come upon us. This note is
by way of offering the one
the only way of stemming the
downward trend: "name" teach-
ers, teachers of known and genu-
ine ability, at whatever price and
bright but really bright stu-
dents. Bowling alleys can take the
place of neither group. Nothing
can take their place. Nothing else
of primary importance is wanted
here. Bright teachers, bright
students only they can restore
to Kenyon the golden days; only
they, simply through being bright,
can halt the ominous Bexley
boom.
There is no other solution to
Kenyon's plight, and the sooner
the administration and the Ad-
missions Office, with its cult of the
"well-rounde- d boy", realize this
fact, the better. If they do not,
Otterbein and Wooster had better
make room for a new associate in
sectarian, provincial mediocrity.
Name Withheld on Request
Editor's note: Unfortunately, the
editors feel that these views ex-
press this paper's sentiment. We
cannot hide behind a "not nec-
essarily representing the opinion
of the paper" phrase. Instead of
an editorial we present this letter
and, at the writer's own request,
leave its authorship to anony-
mity.
Clearly Stated
be written up in the Sports Page
of the Mount Vernon News is a
waste of money.
It may seem incomprehensible
to some that, in view of the newly-pa-
ved roads, the promise of
elaborate bowling alleys, and the
progressive steps taken to further
our student government, anyone
would wish to leave Kenyon. In-
deed, only a true malcontent
would contemplate abandoning
this breeding place of progressive
thought and healthy idealism.
There has of late arisen the
claim that the faculty is declining.
It is a fact that a professor is
attracted to a school by a high
salary or an intelligent and active
student body. If this be the cri-
terion for the Kenyon faculty,
then we deserve to be taught
English literature by Quasimodo
and advanced mathematics by
Faulkner's Benjy, the thirty-thre- e
year old idiot.
I have no doubts of Kenyon's
potential success. In ten years,
provided we have amassed enough
money for enough athletic schol-
arships, we should lead the Ohio
Conference. Our basket-weavin- g
department will be the best in
the country. Our modern dormi-
tories and sleek classrooms will
be provided with the most com-
fortable and attractive chairs that
money can buy. And the college
will have acquired all those ele-
ments necessary to creating the
successful twentieth-Centur- y man.
College Cash Rehashed
by Ross Gelbspan
On Friday, May 30, the Committee on Financial Development,
composed of both alumni and trustees, met to decide the course of
the heralded development program for Kenyon. However, the
results will probably not be made public until October.
The goal tentatively set by President Lund and Vice-Preside- nt
Thomas is $8,000,000 to be col-
lected at the rate of $1,000,000 for
each of the next eight years.
However, the present plans of the
administration represent only a
very general outline. The final
decision regarding goals, policy,
methods, etc. will be made by the
alumni-truste- e committee.
One of the high-poin- ts of the
administration's proposal includes
an advance fund of $800,000 to
provide for maintenance opera-
tions of the plant and for a much
needed increase in faculty sal-
aries.
Generally, however, the devel-
opment program will be primarily
aimed at promoting both the liv-
ing conditions and the recreation-
al facilities of the students. Pres-
ident Lund has proposed that one
and one half million dollars be
designated to the construction of
a new college library and, if pos-
sible, a renovation of the existing
one. Approximately $250,000 will
go to remodel the Colburn Library
and $400,000 to the construction of
an annex to Mather Hall under
the general draft.
The primary change in living
quarters would be a $400,000 re-
novation of Hanna Hall which
would not only eliminate ' the
potential fire hazard but also in-
crease student housing from 67
to 84.
The Wertheimer Field House,
never completed since its con-
struction in 1948, would receive
$120,000 if the proposal is accep-
ted. This money would be directed
toward squash and handball courts
and additional shower and dress-
ing facilities. Bowling alleys too,
at a cost of $30,000, would be
built.
Finally, the administration cites
the need for an expansion of
Peirce Hall to accommodate the
current enrollment "and take care
of intended increase of enroll-
ment." This addition would en-
tail $375,000.
This is, of course, only a general
proposal which the administration
has submitted to the committee.
Unfortunately any decisions will
not be made public until the next
semester. It is hoped that the
committee will follow the general
plan proposed by the administra-
tion as it seems a fairly realistic
evaluation of student needs. Be-
sides, bowling is a very healthy
sport. It will help to create more
rounded incoming class presi-
dents.
The figures mentioned in this
article are rather conjectural and
subject to change.
New Basketball
6'2", 192 lb., 31 year old Robert
William Harrison, father of three
children, will take over as basket-
ball and soccer coach. Harrison
has played nine years of profes-
sional basketball since graduation
from the U. of Michigan with
Minneapolis, St. Louis and Syra-
cuse (The National Basketball
Association). While at the U. of
Michigan he was captain of the
Big 10 conference championship
team of the 1947-4- 8 season.
McLaren, Brieklin Get Awards
Every year or so The Collegian presents several awards recog-
nizing "superior achievement" on the part of individual staff
members.
Ronald McLaren will receive the award for the best written
article (Ortega: A Problem). Mr. McLaren, a senior, is a so-call- ed
free-lanc- er for the paper. He has also contributed a critical
article on the Walsh talk of the Kenyon Symposium.
Mark Brieklin will receive the award for consistently top
quality material. Mr. Brieklin, a sophomore, is a member of the
editorial board. He is responsible for such articles as Aspects of
Ransom's Poetry, Is Silence Golden.3 Fiction Reader Psychoanalyzed
and many more.
This year, instead of a banquet, The Collegian gave a beer
party which was a flop.
The recipients of The Collegian awards were chosen by the
editor and assistant editor after not too much deliberation.
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